[Immunotherapeutic studies of head and neck tumors : Highlights of the 2016 ASCO Annual Meeting].
Immunotherapeutic drugs in the form of novel immune checkpoint inhibitors have had a significant impact on and revival of the treatment standards for head and neck tumors. Recently, at the annual meeting of the American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) several innovative immunotherapies in head and neck cancer were presented, which might lead to a paradigm shift in the palliative as well as curative setting in the near future.The most common approaches are antibodies targeting the programmed cell death 1 (PD-1) axis. These therapies seem to be effective in a significant proportion of patients (independent of human papillomavirus) and show an extended duration of response.In a phase III trial for palliative second-line therapy, the PD-1 antibody nivolumab demonstrated a significant improvement in survival in patients with head and neck squamous cell carcinoma (HNSCC) who were experiencing disease progression after platinum-based therapy; therefore, the Food and Drug Administration gave it a breakthrough therapy designation.Further clinical trials focusing on first-line palliative treatment (compared with the EXTREME protocol) as well as neoadjuvant therapies using immune checkpoint-inhibitors are ongoing. However, valid testing systems (e. g., PD-L1 testing) as well as reliable predictive markers for patient selection are necessary to avoid increasing public health costs and to protect patients from potentially serious adverse events.